FIRST OVER EVEREST
We had many such trials and tribulations before the two
machines were ready for their acceptance tests.
Before we were justified in shipping the machines to India, it
was essential for each to be taken to a height of at least 33,000
feet with the full load of crew and instruments it would have
to carry over the mountain.
The margin, as we have seen, over 29,141 feet, was called for
by the fact that the mountain might take thought, and, in a
meteorological sense, add a cubit suddenly to its stature. The
clerk of the weather might take it into his head to make the
atmosphere more tenuous to that degree, and so less of a sup-
port for the wings of aeroplanes.
In the acceptance flights the machines would be flown by the
firm's test pilot, Mr. Penrose. The opportunity could not how-
ever be missed, of accustoming the observers to their tasks at
those high altitudes. For truth to tell, there were no other
machines but our own in which this could be done. .English
weadier needs no comment here, and English weather is
especially devilish towards the high-altitude flyer* Many times
did we rush down to Ycovil, when at last the machines were
ready and the complicated installation of their engines com-
pleted, to find die air of Somersetshire a mass of cloud, mist
and fog. Official records show that on the average there are
only nineteen days in each year, when it is possible in England
to take photographs from 25,000 feet. The month was Decem-
ber.
In spite of all dieir preliminary practice, die flying-kit was so
complicated that pilots and observers were overcome with
gloom. It took so long to don all the items and to connect up
every electrical gadget and lead that they suspected it would be
dusk, on the great day before all was ready and buttoned up.
However, we put lightning fasteners onto everything possible,
and practised continually, so that by die time the machines
were ready to test, the flyers could get dressed in twenty-five
minutes. The starting of the engines, and die pulling on of the
suits had to be co-ordinated so that die engines should not be
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